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Founding of the Society and the Biggs Club, and the
Story of the American Epidemiological Society as recalled
by Haven Emerson
Obscurities exist about the date and the circumstances under which the Ameri-
can Epidemiological Society (AES) came into being. These revolve around the
question as to whether or not the Society actually was an outgrowth of an earlier
organization-the Biggs Club. The latter was a small group of good friends who
had worked with, or had a common interest in that distinguished American public
health worker Dr. Herman Biggs (1). The Biggs Club was essentially a small social
club which met several times a year between 1923 and 1927, and made the most
of its opportunities to combine a good dinner with lively discussions on epidemi-
ological or other subjects which happened to be of interest to the members.
But, the important historical features are concerned not only with the actual
circumstances under which the founding of the American Epidemiological Society
took place, but the motives which prompted the founders to form such a society.
They had sensed the fact that here was a subject far larger than could be handled
by a small social club. Epidemiology represented a new and budding discipline
which was ready for expansion; and some of the members of the Biggs Club would
like to have a hand in its development. This quickly resolved itself into an ambition
on the part of two of the charter members (Drs. Haven Emerson and Edward S.
Godfrey) to form a group which would have as its objective the promotion
of the study and discussion of epidemiology, and by this was meant, academic
aspects of epidemiology. This had been the goal of the Biggs Club also, but only
partially, and the discussions at its meetings had been much more informal.
England had long had its London Epidemiological Society, founded in 1850, and
thus there was ample precedent. But, quite apart from this academic objective,
Dr. Emerson's concept was that the group should represent a small intimate coterie
of friends who could meet in an atmosphere of informality where uninhibited and
stimulating discussion could prevail. It was to be a small forum where members
could speak out freely. It was not to be an organization which encouraged a long
list of presentations on its scientific program, leaving little time for anything other
than the asking of a few polite questions.
The original letter which went out (August 1927) inviting 27 men to join as
charter members to form an Epidemiological Society, was signed by Drs. Edward S.
Godfrey and Haven Emerson. It began with the statement that "we are con-
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vinced that it is time for a formal association of those interested in the Science
and Art of Epidemiology." Taking a leaf from the older London Epidemiological
Society's book, they suggested that the title of the Society be some such name as
the Epidemiological Society of New York but, needless to say, those from other
cities who were invited to join were quick to object to his geographical limitation.
In neither of the two versions of the founding of the Society which are tran-
scribed below, was there actual mention of the Biggs Club as having been trans-
formed into the AES. As a matter of fact, of the 10 members of the Biggs Club,
only four were included in the charter membership of the newly formed American
Epidemiological Society.
However, the guiding spirit of Haven Emerson was there. Although Godfrey's
more limited practical aims for the Society have been long since achieved, those
principles upon which Haven Emerson insisted, have remained right up to the
present time. Emerson, a previous member of the Biggs Club, became the first
secretary of the AES. He was thus in a strategic position to direct its destiny. Dur-
ing his 13-year term in office he had, on repeated occasions, emphasized the cir-
cumstances under which our Society had actually come into being. His most com-
plete account, presented at the 28th meeting of the Society, in April 1951, was
as follows:
The Story of the American Epidemiological Society'
Haven Emerson, M.D.
Mr. President, Members and Guests:
How fortunate our successors will be if seventy-five years from now someone
will be ready to tell our story with the grace and understanding so charmingly
characteristic of Dr. McDonald's address to us upon the early years of the Epidemi-
ological Society of London. As we come of age, mature, and in some way-become
conscious of the continuity or apparent permanence of our current interests and
periodic gatherings, it is but natural and creditable to recall something of the
origins, the genesis, the parentage to which we owe a debt of memory and record.
Those who came through the first World War tingling with the enthusiasms
of high triumphs in the medical management of combat troops and some pride
in a rising level of civilian health protection here at home felt the prevailing
sense of a need for companionship of mind and occupation. Some reassembling
of teachers and researchers, of officers of governments and of physicians to the
sick and the well.
The sudden and broad vacancy in the company of students and practitioners
of public health created in our very midst by the death of Dr. Hermann Biggs
on June 28, 1923, seemed to echo a call to some action.
On October 24, 1923, the following dined together at the Century Club (in
New York City) "to consider the formation of a social and professional club
of those interested in the application of preventive medicine and in perpetuating
the memory of Dr. Biggs and his life work:"
Dr. Charles V. Chapin Dr. William H. Park
Dr. Haven Emerson Dr. William F. Snow
Dr. Matthias Nicoll Dr. Linsly R. Williams
Prof. C.-E.A. Winslow
Presented at the 28th meeting of the American Epidemiological Society, held at the
School of Hygiene and Public Health, Baltimore, April 13, 1951. Immediately preceding
Emerson's presentation, Dr. J. C. MacDonald of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical
Medicine had recounted the story of the London Epidemiological Society. I have curtailed
a few of Emerson's remarks, only to avoid reduplication, for they are gone into more
fully later in this history of the AES.
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Dr. Fred F. Russell and Dr. Thomas W. Salmon were prevented from attending.
We have the following record of the evening:
After dinner, during which the conversation was carried on largely in topics
of mutual interest in Public Health and the amenities of public life, a discussion
of the desirability of an organization for social meetings for the consideration
of topics in the field of preventive medicine led to the proposal that Dr. William H.
Park should be President and the Society should be called the Biggs Club.
It appeared to be the opinion, without formal vote or definite decision at this
time, that membership should not exceed 15 and that we should not plan at present
for more than four meetings a year; that the meetings need not necessarily be
always in New York City and that at least until the next meeting, no additional
members should be invited to join than those who were requested to attend this
first occasion.
Dr. Emerson presented an uncompleted paper upon the subject of maternal and
infant mortality in physicians' families and the mortality in families of progenitors
of his children, so far as records gave information from approximately 1660 to
1920. General discussion developed skepticism as to the superior good fortune
of physicians' families, or the better care of their wives and children, than would
be found in a similar study of the families of lawyers or other well-to-do professional
groups. Further, Dr. Chapin suggested that probably the family records in the
early centuries of this country's existence were too incomplete to give any basis
for a reasonable estimate of rates.
Dr. Park invited the Club to meet as his guests on the second Wednesday in
January at his house and it was agreed that Dr. Emerson should serve as secretary
in the matter of sending out notices and keeping a brief record of the meetings.
Thus was the Biggs Club started. Subsequent meetings were held on January
23, 1924, at the home of Dr. Park, six members were present:
During the evening, among the subjects which were discussed, the three of particu-
lar importance were:
(A) The recent experience with convalescent measles serum and practical means
of making it available as inaugurated by Dr. Park in New York; the scientific
basic and present status of the question of specific cause of scarlet fever and
so-called antitoxin recently described by Dr. Dochez and Dr. Blake;
(B) Consideration of a proposal which had come to Dr. Nicoll that a memorial
meeting in honor of Dr. Biggs should be held under the auspices of the New
York Academy of Medicine (names of suitable speakers for such an event were
discussed, such persons as Sir George Newman of England, Dr. Ray Lyman Wilbur
of California, etc.) and unanimous approval for such a project was expressed;
(C) Third, the inadequacy of the present medical schools and their curricula
to train physicians for that very small minority of the population of the country
which still carries on the arduous labor of agriculture, dairying, etc., in the more
rural sections of many states. The meeting adjourned at 12:30 a.m.
It was decided that the next meeting should be held on April 9, 1924, for
a dinner gathering as guests of Dr. Nicoll at the University Club. Other meetings
were held in the spring of 1925 (Dr. Snow, host) in New York. On November
8, 1925, the members met at Professor Winslow's (home in New Haven) for
luncheon, attended the Yale-Maryland game in the afternoon, met again at tea
with various members of the Yale faculty and their families and dined together
and spent the evening at Professor Winslow's discussing matters of common interest.
Dr. Thorvald Madsen of Copenhagen2 was a special guest and gave an informal
statement on the results of research by the Serological Institute of Copenhagen
upon the curative results on tuberculosis of a new chemical compound.
'In an account of the career of Dr. Thorvald Madsen by E. Schelde-Moller, printed
in Danish (Copenhagen, Krohns Bogtrykker, 1970) mention is made that Dr. Madsen was
interviewed by the Yale Daily News-presumably on this occasion. The interview was no
doubt prompted by Dr. Winslow. Both men were interested in the International Health
Division of the old League of Nations at this time.
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Dr. Park read an interesting quotation from a Russian author,3 who published
in 1906 a statement concerning the specificity of streptococcus of scarlet fever
and the separate effect of the toxin in causing scarlatinal symptoms, with such
detail as to almost duplicate exactly the statements made by Dochez, and Dick
in the past year.
Professor Winslow presented a number of original documents, books, pamphlets,
etc., dealing with the early history and theory of epidemic disease, the surveys
made of institutions and areas in Europe, particularly in England and the records
of epidemics of the Middle Ages. Among the books were:
Ramazzini's Opera on Epidemic Constitutions, 1739; The Lazarettes of Europe,
by John Howard, 1789; Johann Peter Frank's Medizinsche Polizie; The Report
of the Sanitary Commission of Massachusetts by Shattuck, 1854, and that of New
York City of 1865; Lind on Epidemic Diseases; Budd on Typhoid.
No business was transacted. It was agreed to accept Dr. Snow's invitation to
hold the next meeting in New York.
Meeting of February 3, 1926 as guests of Dr. Salmon at the Century Club,
New York. Table flower decorations sent by Mrs. Biggs.
The night was one of furious wind and snow and Surgeon General Cumming
reached New York in the late afternoon, boarded the steamer Olympic with the
Quarantine Officer and through the courtesy of the Collector of the Customs Bureau
was able to bring Sir George Buchanan up the Battery by a customs tug, and
after a difficult struggle with the drifts and taxi cabs in New York, arrived with
our English guest at the Century Club about half past eight.
Letters were read from Mrs. Biggs to the Club and a letter from Sir Joseph
Lister to Dr. Biggs written in 1885 complimenting Dr. Biggs upon his initiative
in the field of diphtheria in the New York City Department of Health.
The chief general discussion of the evening was devoted to the attitude of the
public in England and the United States to smallpox vaccination and quarantine.
Sir George Buchanan contributed the story of very interesting outbreaks of what
seemed to be meningitis or lethargic encephalitis of some 60 persons in Ireland
and a similar group in England in recently vaccinated persons, the relationship
between the vaccination and the cases being entirely obscure but at present subject
to thorough inquiry. General Cumming told us of the outbreak of smallpox in
Tampa and Miami and its public notification against which the real estate and
land-booming residents of Florida had protested to the discomfiture of the health
officers of the state and cities. There was considerable discussion over the recent
reported epidemic transmission of poliomyelitis by unpasteurized milk in Cortland,
New York (2).
This is the first visit of Sir George Buchanan to this country and the object
of his coming is for a week's intensive conference with the Surgeon General on
the program of International Mercantile Marine Quarantine to be presented to
the Office Internationale d'Hygiene.
Sir George Buchanan is the son of a former health officer of England of the
same name, and it is through the present Sir George Buchanan that England's
representation in health affairs of the League of Nations had been carried out
since the origination of the health service of the League.
There were seven meetings of the Biggs Club from October 24, 1923 to the
spring of 1926, and then it apparently died a natural death; nevertheless, it had
started something.
In September 1927, a circular letter was sent by Drs. Godfrey and Emerson
to members of the Biggs Club and to 25 additional persons suggesting the organizing
of a society to present and discuss topics in the field of epidemiology, the science
devoted to the natural history of disease as it occurs among groups of persons
related by some common factor.
'This was a Russian microbiologist-named Gabriloschewsky-whose work on scarlatinal
toxin antedated Dochez', Blake's and Dick's by some years.
18FOUNDING OF AES AND BIGGS CLUB
I have chosen to interrupt Haven Emerson's 1951 account here and to insert
his own description of the founding of the AES, referring to some of his further
notes which concern the Origin and Organization of the American Epidemiological
Society. These were taken at the first meeting of the Society on November 11,
1927, some 25 years prior to his 1951 address. He said on this earlier occasion:
From various conversations and conferences with fellow-workers engaged in the
study and practice of epidemiology, Drs. Edward S. Godfrey of Albany, New
York and Haven Emerson of New York City became convinced that there was
a need for a permanent association of interested physicians and others for the
scientific consideration and discussion ofepidemiological problems.
During September 1927 a circular letter was issued by Drs. Godfrey and Emerson
to twenty-seven persons (Drs. William Lloyd Aycock, George B. Bigelow, Paul
Brooks, Charles V. Chapin, James A. Doull, Haven Emerson, Simon Flexner,
Edward Francis, Wade H. Frost, E. S. Godfrey, E. 0. Jordan, Millard Knowlton,
H. M. R. Landis, James P. Leake, K. F. Maxcy, Josephine -Neal, Eugene L. Opie,
Stanley H. Osborn, William H. Parks, Ida W. Pritchett, Milton J. Roseau, F. F.
Russell, Clarence L. Scamman, L. T. Webster, and (Professors Ira V. Hiscock,
E. B. Wilson, and Mr. Godias J. Drolet), all but one of whom responded approving
the suggestion that a meeting be held for the purpose of organizing a society
and for the presentation of epidemiological topics for discussion. A call for such
a meeting was then issued, and on November 11 the following met at the New
York Academy of Medicine at 2:45 p.m.: Drs. Chapin, Emerson, Frost, Jordan,
Knowlton, Landis, Scamman, Sawyer (for Dr. Russell), Neal, Opie, Osborn, Park,
Pritchett, Rosenau, Webster, Hiscock and Mr. Drolet.
Dr. William H. Park was asked to act as Chairman pro tem and started the
proceedings but gave up the chair to Dr. Chapin, who on his arrival shortly after
the meeting started, was by unanimous acclaim called to preside for the remainder
of the meeting.
The following resolutions were passed by unanimous vote of those present:
1. That we form an Epidemiological Society and proceed to organize it.
2. That the object of this society be to promote the study and discussion of
epidemiological problems.
3. That the name of the Society be the American Epidemiological Society.
4. (a) That membership shall consist only of those active and interested in the
study of epidemiology. (b) That nominations to membership be approved by a
Committee on Membership before they are presented to the association for election.
5. That the Membership Committee shall submit for election at the next meeting
the names of not more than twenty persons from among those proposed by three
or more sponsoring members.
6. Dr. Charles V. Chapin was elected President of the Association for the ensuing
year. Dr. Haven Emerson was elected Secretary and Treasurer.
The President was authorized by vote of the members to appoint a committee
of three on membership. Those appointed were: Drs. Frost, Godfrey and Jordan.
The President and Secretary were authorized to arrange for the next meeting.
At this first official meeting of Society held on November 11, 1927, at the
New York Academy of Medicine the scientific program consisted of: (i) A paper
on the "Permanence of the two types of smallpox in the United States," by Charles V.
Chapin; (ii) A study on the "Efficiency of active immunization in the prevention
of diphtheria in a section of the City of Baltimore," by Wade H. Frost.
Between 6:00 and 6:30, the members inspected the exhibit cases of the Academy
to view a collection of books and pamphlets dealing with epidemiology and the
early description of certain communicable diseases.
The members then dined in the Academy Building and after dinner Dr. L. T.
Webster presented the subject of: "Methods and results to date of experimental
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epidemiology," illustrated by moving and still lantern exhibits. Following this there
was a discussion until 9:30 when the meeting adjourned.
There are no debts of the Society and the Society has no funds.
Haven Emerson, M.D., Secretary
Here we may return to Emerson's 1951 account. He then reflected, in retrospect
this time, on the first meeting of the AES and on what had been accomplished
since. His remarks were:
We may consider ourselves a social company of congenial friends, a professional
association with some responsibility to the public and to the several professions
concerned, or as a learned Society. I presume the latter is our choice. We may
think of some of the characteristics of a learned Society as having:
Simplicity of organization.
Inexpensiveness of membership.
Presentation of preliminary or at least unpublished studies.
Encouragement of discussion by limitation of number of papers and ample time
between them.
Spirit of rigorous intellectual analysis and critical consideration of evidence offered.
Not called upon to make pronouncements on ultimate truth, on standards or
on results of paper presented.
Membership list not accessible for circulation outside of membership.
Orderly offering of candidates' names through a membership committee.
For the greater interest of our successors, it is desirable that minutes of each
meeting include at least, date, place, presiding officer, names of members and guests,
notes on papers and discussion, and copy of programs. You will, I trust, pardon
my rather casual treatment of the movement of history covered by our brief existence.
In terms of scientific importance and of results to the public health of our people,
we can claim in all humility to have done well by our times, and laid a promising
groundwork for worth accomplishment for the future of epidemiology, as an intellec-
tual and educational discipline and as a keen tool for the administrative officer
of health.
Haven Emerson
The eight characteristics listed reflected to some extent the spirit which had moti-
vated the founders of the Biggs Club,-namely a small and select group of old
and good friends who gathered in an atmosphere where free discussion could
flourish and unfinished researchers could be presented. These features were consid-
ered by Emerson to be essential to the very existence and certainly to the well-being
of the AES. It was on the basis of the lasting nature of these latter features that
the Biggs Club has been tacitly accepted, by some at least, as the spiritual ancestor
of the AES.
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